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November 29, 1967 


Editor 

Farm Labor 

Citizens for Farm Labor 
BAe LORS SRY 1>-<) mm [al aa 
Berkeley, California 


Dear Sir: 


Anm Draper suggested that I send to you an article regarding 
the efforts of Self-Help Enterprises, Inc., in self-help housing 
among the farm laborers in California. 


I include an article by Lucy Norman, a Group Coordinator work- 
ing oub of our office, in Fresno. Lucy was a VISTA Volunteer 
before she came to work for Self-Help Enterprises. 


T hope that you will be able to use her article. We find 
Farm Labor to be a interesting source of information for us 
in our work. 


Thank you very much for your consideration. 


Sincerely yours, 


Richard Mishler 
Resource Development Director 
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The seven county area 
served by 
Self-Help Enterprises, 
California 


the goal 


Low-income families will not pay more than they can 
afford for cramped, run-down, unsanitary houses when 
it is possible to live in clean, sturdy, roomy homes for a 
reasonable price. Show them how to exchange bad 
housing for good, and they will do it. The purpose of 
Self-Help Enterprises is to show them how. 


People who by their own efforts have (with guidance) 
turned slums into attractive neighborhoods will naturally 
feel a considerable pride in the achievement, and pride 
of this sort makes for a better more enlightened commu- 
nity. Building new homes is not easily done by novices, 
and the on-the-job self-education that comes with it is 
another source of individual pride. On the practical side, 
a renovated neighborhood provides a much broader and 
deeper tax base for the community, which means that 
there will be more money for supporting schools, parks, 
police, libraries and the other facilities that make a com- 
munity worth living in. These are, however, auxiliary 
achievements; basically, the goal of Self-Help Enter- 
prises is not directly to improve the psychology or the 
tax structure of the community but to help each family 
to own the kind of home that everyone deserves, and to 
take an active part in his community's processes. 


the need 


The Governor's Advisory Commission on Housing lists 
730,000 substandard housing units in California. Defec- 
tive housing is twice as common in rural as in urban 
areas. The great majority of California farm laborers live 
under wretched conditions. Eighty percent of the houses 
used by laborers in eight San Joaquin Valley counties 
and two Southern California counties (where the bulk of 
the state’s farm labor force lives) have been found to 
violate normal standards of health, safety, and comfort. 


the means 


The families who want the homes supply most of the 
labor (some specialty jobs are done under contract). 
Long-term, low-interest loans (four percent, 33 years 
prior to February 14, 1967, and five percent after that 
date) for land and building materials are obtained from 
the Farmers Home Administration (USDA) Rural Hous- 
ing Loan Program. Cheaper money is being sought else- 
where. Funds for technical guidance for the construction 
projects are obtained from the Office of Economic Op- 
portunity. 
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success already 


There is no question about whether the self-help tech- 
nique can be successful. It already has been successful 
to a notable degree. A pilot project of the American 
Friends Service Committee made home-owners of 20 
families in Tulare County. The film Six Houses—Six 
Homes, tracing the development of the process, is avail- 
able (16 mm, Spanish or English narration). 


But progress has gone far beyond the pilot stage. As of 
April 30, 1967, there were 443 families in six San Joaquin 


Valley Counties (Tulare, Kings, Merced, Fresno, Stanis- 
laus, and Kern) who had finished and had moved into 
new homes, or were well along in planning and con- 
struction—all as the result of technical assistance and 
training from Self-Help Enterprises. The exact progress 
score: 48 homes completed (plus 20 AFSC homes); 117 
homes under construction; 278 families going through 
the pre-construction prerequisites. Madera County will 
be added to the program soon. 


who participates 


This program is aimed at people who live on a very tight 
budget. A typical family already living in a Self-Help 
Enterprises home is making $3,700, and that has to do 
for parents and five children. Home ownership would 
normally be out of the question for this family. But—still 
speaking typically—a $7,500 loan has been obtained from 
the Farmers Home Administration, and the pay-back has 
been arranged on the basis of ten payments of $47.20 a 
year. That's for principal and interest. The other two 
months (free of loan payments) are given over to taking 
care of property taxes and insurance, which run about 
$200 a year for taxes and $30 for insurance. Thus the 
yearly cost of everything is $702, and for that the typical 
family has a 1,000-square-foot, three bedroom, insulated 
home with built-in oven and range, shower over tub, and 
an evaporative cooler. 


how it is done 


The family to be housed invests sweat, energy, and time 
—about 1,200 hours of it in construction of the home. On 
the average, eight families pool their labor under skilled 
supervision provided by Self-Help Enterprises. By the 
time the families reach the construction stage, they have 
become lay experts in home building problems. Before 
they lift a hammer, they have undergone a rigorous pe- 
riod of counseling, meeting three times a month for 
seven months with bankers, county planners, architects 
and contractors to talk over financial obligations of 
home ownership, how to pick home sites, building code 
requirements, and ways to keep records and set up work 
schedules. 
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Although the program is succeeding well, it is not yet 
broadly enough established to prove that self-help hous- 
ing is a significant method for meeting some low-income 
housing needs in California and elsewhere. We are still 
in the laboratory stage. Much more testing must be done. 
New and cheaper building techniques must be devel- 
oped. The rising cost of land can be offset by the pur- 
chase of subdivision-size plots. The urban slum areas 
obviously call for similar experimentation in self-help 
housing. And still to be reached are the families—both 
urban and rural—whose income is too small to obtain 
loans even under the present method of financing self- 
help homes. Self-Help Enterprises hopes to expand into 
all these various fields, dissatisfied with success so long 
as it feels greater successes can be achieved. 
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a non-profit corporation 
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220 South Bridge Street, Visalia, California 93277 


Telephone (209) 732-7936 


Enough descriptions have been written recently of poor housing con- 
ditions and the costly physical and psychological effects they have on a 
family. It should suffice to say that California's San Joaquin Valley 
has all of these problems and that an old fashioned idea has been very 
successful in dealing with then, 

The Self-Help Housing program was started in the San Joaquin Valley in 
1961 by the American Friends Service Committee with the late Howard Washburn 
as its first director. It was patterned after a similar AFSC housing project 
established in western Pennsylvania during the depression in the spirit of 
genuine, old fashioned "barn raising." Then in January 1965 Self-Help 
Enterprises, Incorporated, a non-profit corporation was formed to continue 
the program on a larger scale. 

Now the program operates in seven valley counties: Fresno, Kern, Kings, 
Madera, Merced, Stanislaus, and Tulare. Robert Marshall has succeeded 
Howard Washburn as its director. The program receives funds from the Office 
of Economic Opportunity, plus several smaller grants from private foundations. 

Self-Help Housing is designed for groups of low-income, ($2,000 to 


$5,000 per year depending on the number of children) farm-working families. 


Each family must qualify for a low interest (5 percent) long-term (33 years) 


loan from the Farmers Home Administration, which is part of the Department 
of Agriculture. The loan ocvers the cost of a building lot and all materials 
necessary to build a three-to-four bedroom house of 960 to 1,200 square feet. 
Each family is then required to contribute up to 1,500 hours of labor as 
"sweat equity" in a cooperative building effort. 

The staff of Self-Help Enterprises provides a group coordinator to 


interest and organize groups of six to sixteen families and places a 
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construction supervisor on the job to direct the building of houses and to 
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see that they meet all codes. Everything, with the exception of the tile 


work, cabinets, and sometimes plumbing is done by the families themselves. 


In this manner, with a down payment of up to 1,500 hours of labor and a 
monthly payment of about $10 plus taxes and insurance and a great deal of 
patience and perseverance, a family earning an average of $3,000 a year can 
own a house selling on the open market for $10,000 to $12,000. In many 
cases the total cost is less than such families pay for rent on a substandard 
dwelling. New ideas are being tried all the time in an effort to keep the 
total cost of the house as low as possible without sacrificing quality. 
Some counties are experimenting with having participants do most of their 
own plumbing under close supervision. It is hoped that a co-operative shop 
can be established, rum as a business by ex-participants to make the cabinets 
for all the self-help houses in the seven county area. 

This is probably one of the most widely approved programs of its kind. 
Even those who usually disapprove of "government give-away" programs see this 
as one in which each family works hard for what it gets and pays back the 
full amount of the government loan. It also makes responsible home owners 
and full-fledged property-taxpayers. Some skeptical communities have come 
to see that the program benefits them by stabilizing a fluctuating, migrant 
element of their society, by upgrading some of ite more depressed areas, and 
by broadening its tax base. Many of these communities such as Farmersville 
and Woodlake in Tulare County and Huron and Firebaugh in Fresno County have 
given the program a great deal of support. Their city councils and planning 
commissions have done everything they could to expedite self-help housing in 
their commmities. The Woodlake city council raised over $3,500 for a non - 


interest loan to SHE to make the down payment on a subdivision there. 
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Those who place greater importance on human elements also see many 
goods: the dignity that owning a home brings a family; the technical 
knowledge gained in building the home from the footings to the roof; the 
increased human understanding that comes from participation in a cooperative 
group effort and group decision making; better health from living in a safe, 
sanitary, modern home; and stability and peace of mind for a family with new 
permanency. 

The program is not without its problems, however. One of the largest 
and most difficult is that of obtaining land. Sometimes prejudice stands 


in the way. More often building lots are far too expensive for low-income 


families (this, in some cases, we suspect, is also a product of prejudice). 


But in many communities lots are just not available. A revolving land fund 
has helped to aleviate this problem somewhat. Several self-help subdivisions 
are in the offering and will provide: hots, with all services, to participants 
at cost. 

Another major problem is that the Self-help housing program cannot reach 
the poorest families. Each one must qualify for a Farmers Home Administration 
loan. If a family is too poor to qualify, it cannot participate in the 
self-help program + and, of course, it is the poorest families who need the 
program most. It is hoped that the program may someday include grant money 
to aid those families who could not otherwise qualify for the loan. Small 
grants could be used to aleviate heavy debt loads and clear liens and 
judgements which often disqualify a marginal family. Even with small grants 
for some families wthe self-help grogram is less expensive and provides 
society with more returns, material and otherwise, than the Federal Housing 


low-rent projects. 
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Physically the program has been very successful. As of August 31, 1967, 
there are within the seven county area 100 houses completed, 77 under 


construction, 139 loans being processed by FHA, and 173 families meeting in 


or gall sing groups. The completed houses can be seen and touched. You can 


visit the weekly group meetings and watch their progress. But you cannot 
see the large changes and the many small ones that self-help housing can 


bring to a family. And herein lies its strength. 


